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Abstract: Cation-exchange capacity (CEC) measurements are widely used to quantify the smectite
content in altered rocks. Within this study, we measure the CEC of drill cuttings in four wells from
three different high-temperature geothermal areas in Iceland. The CEC measurements in all four
wells show similar depth/temperature related pattern, and when comparing the CEC with electrical
resistivity logs, we could show that the low resistivity zone coincides with CEC values >5 meq/100 g.
The measurements show, in general, an exponential decrease of the CEC with increasing depth.
At the facies boundary between the mixed-layer clay and epidote-chlorite zone, the CEC reaches a
steady state at about 5 meq/100 g and below that it only decreases slightly within a linear trend with
increasing depth. The facies boundary overlaps with the transition where the electrical resistivity
logs show an increase in resistivity. It is shown that the measured CEC can be related to the clay
mineral alteration within the geothermal system and the CEC reflects the smectite component within
the interstratified chlorite/smectite minerals for similar alteration degree. Furthermore, CEC was
measured in seven core samples from different alteration zones that had previously been studied in
detail with respect to petrophysical and conductivity properties. The results show a clear correlation
between CEC and the iso-electrical point, which describes the value of the pore fluid conductivity
where transition from surface conductivity to pore fluid conductivity occurs. The presented study
shows that the CEC within hydrothermal altered basaltic systems mimics the expandable clay mineral
alteration zones and coincides with electrical logs. The presented method can, therefore, be an easy
tool to quantify alteration facies within geothermal exploration and drilling projects.

Keywords: cation-exchange capacity; hydrothermal systems; electrical resistivity; clay minerals;
alteration; Iceland; image

1. Introduction

Resistivity models based on TEM (transient electromagnetic) and MT (magnetotelluric) data are
widely used in geothermal exploration for conceptual modeling and to select sites for exploration
drilling. Árnason et al. [1,2] showed that the resistivity model within the Nesjavellir high-temperature
geothermal field in southwest Iceland mimics the dominant alteration mineralogy in the subsurface.
Thereby, the observed boundary between the low-resistivity cap and the underlying high-resistivity
core in high-temperature systems in basaltic environment can be related to changes in the secondary
mineral inventory having different cation-exchange capacity (CEC), i.e., from smectite-dominated cap
rock to the chlorite-dominated core [1–4].

Phyllosilicates like celadonite, chlorite, smectite and interstratified chlorite/smectite layers are
commonly reported as alteration products from sub-greenschist facies of mafic rocks e.g., [5–7].
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Their mineralogy and chemical composition can also be used as an indicator of the thermobarometric
evolution of oceanic crust [6]. Observations from active geothermal systems [8], modern oceanic
crust [9] and fossil geothermal systems in ophiolites [10] show that the smectite-chlorite transition is
strongly temperature-dependent.

Alteration minerals with a high CEC, in particular smectitic clay minerals, favor the conduction
of an electrical current between the pore fluid and the pore walls in the rock c.f. [4,11]. The interface
or surface conduction is caused by the highly mobile ions that form a conductive layer on the
surface of the pore walls [12–14]. The mobility of ions is thereby related to the CEC of the mineral
phase c.f. [4]. The higher the CEC of the clay mineral, the higher is the interface conduction.
Nevertheless, electrical conductivity can also be affected by other parameters: (i) degree of fluid
saturation, (ii) conductivity of the rock matrix, (iii) salinity of the pore fluid, (iv) water–rock interaction
and alteration mineral assemblage, (v) temperature, (vi) porosity and pore structure of the rock and
(vii) type of pore fluid like the content of water, steam and gas [4].

The aim of this study is the validation of the influence of cation-exchange capacity on resistivity
logs within hydrothermal systems. Four wells from three geothermal fields in Iceland (Figure 1)
were selected to compare the resistivity logs with measured CEC values. To study further the effect of
surface conduction by cation-exchange capacity, seven core samples from different alteration facies
within different geothermal systems in Iceland were measured to quantify the CEC. The selected
samples have been studied previously with respect to their petrophysical parameters, the effect of the
electrical interface conduction and the relation to the fluid conduction/salinity [15,16].
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the neo-volcanic North Volcanic Zone (Figure 1). The volcano is approximately 20 km in diameter. 

Figure 1. Simplified geological map of Iceland [17]. The darker the color, the younger the stratigraphic
unit. The location of the Krafla, Hellisheidi and Reykjanes geothermal fields are marked by circles.
The main volcanic provinces and structural zones are marked as: N.V.Z: North Volcanic Zone, M.I.B.:
Mid Iceland Belt, W.V.Z.: West Volcanic Zone, E.V.Z.: East Volcanic Zone, R.P.: Reykjanes Peninsula, R.R.:
Reykjanes Ridge, S.I.S.Z.: South Iceland Seismic Zone.
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2. Regional Setting

2.1. Krafla Geothermal System

The Krafla geothermal field is associated with the Krafla central volcano that is located within
the neo-volcanic North Volcanic Zone (Figure 1). The volcano is approximately 20 km in diameter.
The Krafla geothermal field is located in an eroded, collapsed and partly filled caldera 8 × 10 km
in diameter. An NNE–SSW oriented and 90 km long fissure swarm that marks the North Iceland
Rift Zone bisects the caldera. Within the caldera, a prominent NW–SE elongated geothermal area
is present, covering approximately 10 km2 [18,19]. The Krafla volcano is an active volcano with
recurring volcanic episodes, which in the Holocene predominantly have been in the form of fissure
eruptions. The volcanic activity has been centered in the eastern part of the fissure swarm during
the past 3000 years, occurring with a frequency of 300–1000 years [18]. The caldera is largely filled
by basaltic lavas and hyaloclastites. Rhyolites have erupted periodically in minor volumes, forming
subglacial rhyolitic ridges that are found mainly at or outside the margins of the caldera. Intermediate
composition lavas are not abundant [18,20].

Volcanic activity and events affect the geothermal system renewing the heat supply, whereas
the non-saline fluids are meteoric in origin [21]. However, volcanic events can also cause temporary
deterioration of the fluid source with excessive volcanic gas influx, as was experienced in part of the
Krafla geothermal field during the Krafla Fires 1975–1984 [22,23].

In this study, well KJ-18 was selected from the Krafla high-temperature geothermal field in
NE-Iceland. The vertical well was drilled in 1981 to a total depth of 2215 m and is part of the Sudurhlídar
subfield within the Krafla geothermal field [24]. The lithostratigraphy and alteration profile was
refined in Weisenberger et al. [24] based on an unpublished drilling report [25]. Blischke et al. [26]
reviewed wireline and televiewer log data from well KJ-18, generating an electronic facies log.
Several resistivity logs were carried out in well KJ-18 in 2014, including resistivity time series during
the heating-up of the well after being cooled down to allow VSP (vertical seismic profiling) experiment
in the well [27]. The raw data of the resistivity logs for the 2014 logging campaign have been corrected
in depth, well width and the conductivity of the well fluid [27]. A comprehensive compilation of well
KJ-18, including cutting analysis and downhole logging results, are presented in Millet et al. [28].

2.2. Hellisheidi Geothermal System

The Hellisheidi geothermal field (Figure 1), a part of the Hengill central volcano, is located on a
triple junction between the volcanic zones of Reykjanes Peninsula, Western Volcanic Zone and South
Iceland Seismic Zone. The Hellisheidi geothermal field is dominated by basaltic lava flows and glassy
hyaloclastites, fissure swarms, grabens and geothermal systems e.g., [29–33]. The rocks within the
Hengill central volcano range in age from >400,000 to 0 AD [34,35]. High-temperature geothermal
systems are located both north (Nesjavellir geothermal system) and south (e.g., Hellisheidi geothermal
field) of the Hengill central volcano and are driven by meteoric fluids that are derived from
local precipitates [23].

Cuttings from two wells, HE-42 and HE-46, within the Hellisheidi geothermal system in the
Hengill volcanic area were selected for this study. Well HE-46 was chosen as it exhibits a well-defined
low resistivity cap [36] and a detailed petrographic and mineralogical study was carried out to refine
the lithostratigraphy and alteration mineralogy [37]. HE-46 was directionally drilled in 2008 to a
measured depth of 2744 m. Well HE-42 was completed in 2008 to a measured depth of 3322 m. It was
selected as in contrast to well HE-46, the resistivity log within the low resistivity cap shows a large
degree of variation. The stratigraphy and alteration of the well was refined [38]. Qualitative XRD clay
mineral analysis of samples form HE-42 and HE-46 are presented in Table S1. The presented resistivity
log data for HE-42 and HE-46 are corrected on the width of the well and the conductivity of the well
fluid [36].
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2.3. Reykjanes Geothermal System

The Reykjanes geothermal field is located at the tip of the Reykjanes Peninsula and within
the Reykjanes fissure swarm, which is the sub-aerial extension of the Reykjanes Ridge (Figure 1).
The Reykjanes geothermal field and its surroundings are mostly covered by sub-aerial basaltic lavas
and to a lesser degree by hyaloclastites [39]. The hyaloclastites appear as ridges, rising from the
surrounding rugged but relatively flat-lying lavas. These hyaloclastite hills date from the last glaciation.
The basaltic lavas are postglacial whereas the youngest lavas are from the 13th century [39]. A study of
the stratigraphy [40] shows a dominance of pillow basalt formations in the lower part (below about
1200 m below sea level) but changes gradually to a succession of tuffaceous volcanic formations of
Surtseyan type above about 1000 m depth with intervening shallow water fossiliferous tuffaceous
sediments, which are usually quite thin (<10 m thickness). These predominate to about 100 m depth
where sub-aerial lavas top the sequence. Intrusions are commonly found in the succession below about
800 m depth. These are mostly fine- to medium-grained basaltic dikes [40]. An abundance assessment
suggests they may reach up to 60% of the succession at deeper levels. They act both partly as heat source
and permeability structures [41]. On the Reykjanes Peninsula, the basaltic lavas range in composition
from picrite to tholeiite, although less than two percent are picrite [31]. Hydrothermal alteration shows
a progressive intensity with depth from fresh rocks through zones characterized by smectite-zeolite,
mixed-layer clay minerals, chlorite-epidote, epidote-amphibole to amphibole zone at the deepest
level [41–43]. Temperature in the geothermal system follows mostly the boiling point curve down to
about 1200 m depth below, where it becomes more water dominated. Highest temperatures found are
around 340 ◦C at about 3 km depth.

At Reykjanes, the geothermal fluid originates from seawater and is chemically modified due to
boiling and fluid/rock interaction [42,44–47].

Well RN-15 [48] was selected from the Reykjanes geothermal field. Well RN-15 was vertically
drilled in 2004 to a depth of 2507 m. The well was deepened (RN-15/IDDP-2) in 2016 and 2017 as
part of the Iceland Deep Drilling Project (IDDP) to a total measured depth of 4659 m and reached
supercritical fluid conditions [49–51]. Resistivity data for RN-15 has been depth corrected [52].

3. Methods

Cation-exchange capacity is a characteristic physicochemical property of zeolites and clay minerals.
In clay minerals, CEC is related to substitutions in the tetrahedral and/or octahedral sheet, which creates
a charge deficit known as the layer charges and to adsorption at crystal edges [53]. A distinction is
made between permanent and non-permanent charges. In detail, the charge that results from structural
substitutions is known as permanent charge and the charge from interrupted bonds between the
structural cations and the oxygen of the OH groups of the tetrahedral and the octahedral sheet is
known as the non-permanent or pH-depended charge [53]. The layer charge is balanced by hydrated
cations, like Na, Ca, K and Mg, which are exchangeable [53].

Clay minerals show a strong preference for organic cations such as methylene blue and
organo-metal complexes that are used as index cations to determine the CEC. Due to the large
size of the molecules, methods based on the adsorption of organo-metal complexes and methylene
blue are not influenced by the presence of zeolites, as the large molecules cannot enter the cages and
channels within the zeolite structural framework [53]. However, large molecules can exchange with
cations at the crystal surface of zeolites. Although adsorption of methylene blue cations is routinely
used for clay minerals, determination of CEC is problematic [54]. Bergaya and Vayer [55] developed the
CEC determination of clay minerals by using [Cu(en)2]2+ (en = ethylenediamine). Meier and Kahr [56]
proposed the use of [Cu(trien)3]2+ complexes (trien = triethylenetetramine) for determination of CEC.
According to Bergaya et al. [57], the use of [Cu(en)2]2+ or [Cu(trien)3]2+ complexes is presently the
most versatile method for determination of CEC of clay minerals. However, cobalt(III)hexamine may
also be used [58,59].
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For the CEC measurements, a representative aliquot of cuttings (4–5 g) from a particular depth
was selected. The cuttings were washed to remove potential contamination of drilling mud and milled
afterwards by using a ball mill to a fine-grained powder. The CEC measurements were conducted
according to the method described by Meier and Kahr [56] by using 0.01 (0.0091–0.0101) M copper
triethylenetetramine (Cu-trien). Powdered rock samples (200 mg) were weighed into 100 mL beakers
that contained 50 mL of deionized water and 10 mL of 0.01 (0.0091–0.0101) M Cu-trien solution.
After 3 min of reaction time, the suspension was centrifuged with a micro-centrifuge for 20 min at
2000 rounds per minute. The supernatant solution was carefully removed from the solid fraction and
the remaining Cu-trien concentration of the supernatant was measured by using a spectrophotometer at
a wavelength of 578 nm. The used wavelength of 578 nm is different from the 620 nm wavelength [56].
As shown in other studies e.g., [54,60–62], the adsorption maximum of the copper triethylenetetramine
complex lies at 578 nm. Calibration of the photometer was carried out according to the calibration
method described by Kaufhold [63], using four different Cu-trien solutions. The water content of the
samples was determined by the weight loss obtained after heating the samples for 2–3 days at 105 ◦C.
The CEC (meq/100 g) refers to the dry weight of the sample.

All four selected wells are located within a high-temperature geothermal system (Figure 1).
The alteration mineralogy, in general, follows temperature-depended sequence within increasing depth
and is schematically illustrated in Figure 2.
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Samples in all wells were selected based on the resistivity logs and lithostratigraphic succession.
In well KJ-18, a total of 88 samples covering the entire depth of the well were analyzed. In well
HE-42 and HE-46, 12 and 27 samples were selected, respectively. The samples were primarily
selected within the smectite, chlorite/smectite and chlorite dominated alteration zones. In well RN-15,
18 samples were selected primarily within the clay-cap dominated alteration zones as well as chlorite
containing zone [48].

Additionally, CEC was measured in seven core samples that had been used previously for electrical
conduction measurements [15]. A description of the core samples based on information from Flóvenz
et al. [15] is given as supplementary material (Tables S2 and S3).

4. Results

Results of the CEC measurements of wells, KJ-18, HE-42, HE-46 and RN-15 are presented as
supplementary electronic material (Tables S4–S7). Graphic results of the CEC measurements are
presented together with the electrical resistivity logs in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Depth profiles of the studied wells: KJ-18 (Krafla), HE-46 and HE-42 (Hellisheidi) and RN-15
(Reykjanes), showing the elaborated alteration zones, measured cation-exchange capacity (CEC) values
(red squares) and associated trend line (black line), and measured electrical resistivity logs (blue for
HE-46, HE-42, RN-15 and multiple colors for KJ-18, whereas warmer colors represents warmer well
conditions during the heating up). Alteration zones adapted from [24,37,38]. Resistivity logs adapted
from [27,37,38].

The electric resistivity logs are, in general, acquired during drilling while the well is cooled, and the
temperature variation within the well during logging is, in general, within a small temperature interval.

4.1. KJ-18

The CEC measured in cutting samples from KJ-18 shows a general decreasing trend with increasing
depth (Table S4, Figure 3) except within the uppermost section. The measured CEC values mimic the
general trend of the electrical resistivity logs, which were carried out after drilling [25,28] and in a
logging campaign performed in 2014 during the heating-up of the well after being cooled down to allow
VSP experiment [27]. The high resistivity at shallow depth (<140 m) coincides, in general, with low
CEC values (<10 meq/100 g), except one sample at a depth of 116 m (55 meq/100 g). The highest CEC
values (>40 meq/100 g) concur with the low resistivity at a depth of about 140 to 210 m. Below a depth
of 210 m, the CEC values decrease exponentially and reach a steady state level at about 1000 m depth,
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whereas minor variations occur. Such variations are also observed in the electrical resistivity logs
and it can be stated that samples that have high CEC values are found where the resistivity is low
relative to the adjacent units and vice versa: samples with a low CEC have a relative high resistivity.
For example, the high CEC values at a depth of 200 m correlate with a basaltic tuff unit, whereas the
low values further down in the well profile are associated with a crystalline basaltic unit. In general,
when considering adjacent lithological units, glass-rich units are characterized by high CEC values,
whereas crystalline lithologies are characterized by low CEC (Table S4). The different CEC values are
related to the alteration intensity of the units.

A large scattering in CEC is observed at the depth interval from 300 to 600 m. The large scattering
can most likely be explained by cross contamination of the collected cutting samples. The caliper log
that was carried while drilling [25,28] shows a large caving structure at about 200 m and possibly
continuous caving caused cross contamination during further drilling towards the end of drilling
phase 1. Samples below about 680 m do not show similar scattering behavior. The depth interval from
200 to 660 m was cased before drilling of phase 2 [25].

Below 1000 m, only very limited variations of the CEC values are observed and the CEC values
decrease slowly. However, the values at that depth are close to the background values in such rocks
(2.8 meq/100 g) [65].

The CEC values >5 meq/100 g are in good agreement with the depth interval of the alteration zones
that are characterized by expandable clay mineral alteration [24]. Nevertheless, the depth interval
(>650 m), for which resistivity time series during heating-up were carried out [27], coincides with
low CEC values with very limited variations of the CEC. The small variations in CEC cannot be
synchronized with the variations of the resistivity curves.

4.2. HE-42 and HE-46

The results of the CEC measurements from well HE-42 and HE-46 on Hellisheidi are presented
along the depth profile together with the electrical resistivity logs [36] and the alteration facies [37,38]
in Figure 3. The CEC values decrease exponentially with increasing depth. In well HE-46,
samples from the zeolite-smectite alteration zone are characterized by high CEC values. At the
transition to the chlorite-epidote alteration zone, presented by Gunnarsdóttir [38] for well HE-42 and
Snaebjörnsdóttir [37] for well HE-46, the CEC values level out and show only a very limited decrease
with increasing depth and increasing hydrothermal alteration (Figure 3).

The transition from the mixed-layer clay to the chlorite-epidote alteration zone in well HE-46
coincides with a general increase of the measured electrical resistivity. At about 600 m depth,
the resistivity log shows a change, where the electrical resistivity increases from about 8–10 Ωm to
about 18–20 Ωm. With increasing depth from about 600 m the resistivity shows a slightly decreasing
trend down to about 1000 m where the resistivity reaches around 10 Ωm (Figure 3). Within the shallow
part of the well (<600 m), the CEC values decrease exponentially from ~40 meq/100 g to ~6 meq/100 g.
At the depth range from 600 to 1000 m, the CEC values only decrease very slightly to a minimum value
~2 meq/100 g.

4.3. RN-15

The results of the CEC measurements for well RN-15 on Reykjanes are presented in Figure 3
together with the electrical resistivity log [48] and the first appearance of the alteration minerals
epidote and actinolite [48]. No clay mineral analysis has been conducted for well RN-15 and,
therefore, no detailed alteration facies model has been elaborated.

The results of the CEC measurements show, in general, a decreasing trend with increasing depth
in the well (Figure 3, Table S7). Samples at a depth of 890 and 1130 m exhibit significant higher CEC
values and higher H2O contents than the adjacent samples. Both depths are characterized by altered
tuffs [48]. Results from the CEC measurements show a pronounced decreasing trend down to 1000 m.
Below that depth, the CEC values level out, except the sample at 1130 m that exhibits a significantly
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higher CEC than the adjacent samples. For RN-15, only a weak relation is observed when CEC results
are compared with the electrical resistivity log. The sharp change in the resistivity log at 800 m is
most likely related to the well design rather than to a major change in the mineralogy. The shoe of
the production casing is located at 804 m [48] and the resistivity log above and below is composed
of two individual wire-line loggings. Between 550 and 800 m, the resistivity log shows only a minor
oscillation with values reaching a maximum value of 1 Ωm. In contrast, the electrical resistivity log
between 800 and 1250 m shows a significant oscillation between about 1 and 15 Ωm. Within the depth
interval of 1250 to 2000 m, the resistivity log shows a sharp increase whereas the oscillation of the
electrical resistivity log ranges between 5 and about 60 Ωm.

Comparing directly the CEC to the measured electrical resistivity log shows similar trend as in
the other studied wells, whereas rocks with a high CEC are associated with low resistivity and rocks
with a low CEC show a relative high resistivity. However, in contrast to wells studied within meteoric
driven hydrothermal systems (KJ-18, HE-42, HE-46), samples in RN-15 that are situated within the
saline hydrothermal systems at Reykjanes show, in general, lower measured electrical resistivity or
higher electrical conductivity relative to the measured CEC (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Correlation of the measured CEC and conductivity at similar given depth and corresponding
trend lines. The left graph shows data from wells that are located within meteoric systems. The right
graph shows the data from a well within the Reykjanes seawater-dominated geothermal system.

4.4. Core Samples

The results of the CEC measurements for seven core samples are presented in Table 1. The measured
CEC values are in an agreement with the alteration zones as reported in Flóvenz et al. [15]. Samples
from the smectite alteration zone show the highest CEC values, whereas samples that are equilibrated
within the chlorite alteration zone show significantly lower CEC values. For unaltered samples, the
CEC measurements do not show any ability for cation-exchange.

Table 1. Results of CEC analysis of the seven core samples.

Sample No Mass (g) Water
Content (%)

CCu-trien
(mol)

Absorbance
(Blank)

Absorbance
(Supernatant
Solution)

CEC
(meq/100 g)

Alteration
Zone

3a 0.2004 2.05 0.0091 0.234 0.232 0.8 chlorite
4 0.2006 0.83 0.0091 0.234 0.220 5.5 chlorite
9 0.2000 0.63 0.0091 0.234 0.222 4.7 chlorite
47 0.2007 0.45 0.0091 0.234 0.235 0 unaltered
58 0.2006 1.25 0.0091 0.234 0.208 10.2 smectite
61 0.2005 3.26 0.0091 0.234 0.180 21.7 smectite
71 0.2007 0.06 0.0091 0.234 0.237 0 unaltered
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When comparing the sample conductivity and the CEC, Flóvenz et al. [15] noted that, on the
average, the interface conductivity is higher in the smectite zone than in the chlorite zone and almost
absent in the unaltered samples. Further, there is a relation visible when the sample conductivity
and the pore fluid conductivity are normalized to the conductivity value of the lowest pore fluid
conductivity (Figure 5a). The correlation evidences that the higher the CEC, the higher the critical
threshold [15] at which the fluid conductivity influences the sample conductivity. The critical threshold
reflects the pore fluid conductivity at which the normalized sample conductivity deviates from the
horizontal trend. The critical threshold can be described by the iso-electrical point, which is the value
of pore fluid conductivity where the contribution from the surface (interface) conduction and pore
fluid conduction are equal (Figure 5b).
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Figure 5. (a) Normalized core sample conductivity measurements at 1 Hz versus pore-fluid
conductivity, adapted from [48] and the corresponding CEC results for the seven core samples
(Table 1). (b) Iso-electrical points as a function of CEC (similar symbols used as in (a)). The dash line
shows the trend-line for all measurements.

5. Discussion

5.1. CEC and Relation to Alteration Mineralogy

The CEC of all sampled wells that are studied here show a general trend of decreasing values
with increasing depth of the sample origin. The sample depth thereby can be related to a particular
temperature, at which the sample is equilibrated driven by fluid-rock interaction within a hydrothermal
system. This equilibration results in a change in mineralogy, which is often accompanied with a gain
or loss in elements during the fluid-rock interaction e.g., [5,7,66–69]. The temperature increases with
increasing depth that results in the formation of distinct alteration zone or metamorphic facies at
higher temperature conditions [7,67]. The CEC follows a general decreasing trend with increasing
depth. The decreasing trend in CEC with depth can be correlated directly to the mineralogical
composition of the alteration zones (Figure 3). Considering the alteration zones in a hydrothermal
basaltic system [5,7,66,67], the index minerals of individual alteration zones reflect a decrease in CEC.
For example, the smectite zone is distinguished by high CEC values of their index mineral smectite
(60–120 meq/100 g) [70]. The mixed-layers clay zone is marked by the transition between the smectite
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and chlorite zone. Clay minerals consist of so-called mixed-layer clay minerals that are interstratified
mixed layers of smectite and chlorite (5–15 meq/100 g) [71]. With increasing temperature and depth,
respectively, the mineralogical composition, in general, increases in the chlorite component of the
interstratified chlorite/smectite clay minerals e.g., [5,7]. It should be noted that, apart from the clay
mineral type, the absolute amounts of the individual clay minerals also have an effect on absolute
CEC values. Small amounts of smectite may influence CEC values in the same way as large amounts
of chlorite.

Figure 6a shows the clay mineral composition based on Schiffman and Fridleifsson [5] in well
NJ-15 of the Nesjavellir geothermal system, which is located in the northern part of the Hengill central
volcano in southwest Iceland. In their study, Schiffman and Fridleifsson [5] investigated the clay
mineralogy based on X-ray diffraction and electron probe micro-analyzer. They showed that the
transition from smectite to interstratified chlorite/smectite to chlorite at sub-greenschist conditions
of mafic rocks is temperature-depended. Moreover, they showed that the chlorite and smectite
content, respectively, within the interstratified chlorite/smectite minerals is a function of temperature.
The higher the formation temperature the higher is the chlorite percentage within the interstratified
chlorite/smectite layers. The gradual decrease of the CEC with depth (Figure 3), as well as the
observation that the CEC reaches a steady state at the upper chlorite facies boundary shows clear
relation of the CEC to the alteration mineralogy, in particular the compositional changes within the
interstratified chlorite/smectite clay minerals. It could be shown for all wells that were studied within
this project that steady state of the CEC was reached after smectite was absent within the interstratified
chlorite/smectite minerals and the change of the CEC curve from an exponential trend to a linear trend
(Figure 3) where CEC in most cases is below 5 meq/100 g. When entering the chlorite or chlorite-epidote
zone, the CEC values are <5 meq/100 g and the trend line follows a very smooth decreasing linear
trend. This indicates that the mineralogical composition of the host rock is not controlled by smectitic
clay minerals. The observed very low CEC values in the deepest and hottest alteration zones are close
to background values of basaltic rocks (2.8 meq/100 g) [65].
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(b) Downhole temperature versus illite and smectite content, respectively, within interstratified
illite/smectite minerals from sedimentary basin [72,73].
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It has been shown by Hower and Mowatt [74] that a very good linear relation of the smectite
content in interstratified mixed-layer clays (illite/smectite) and the measured CEC exists, and, based on
our observation, we concluded that similar relation between the smectite content and interstratified
chlorite/smectite minerals exists.

Similar pattern of decreasing CEC with increasing depth has been shown for diagenetic systems
in petroleum exploration (Figure 6b). For example, it has been shown for many petroleum systems
(e.g., Central Poland, North Sea, Douala Basin, Gulf Coast) that the smectite component (expandability)
in interstratified clays (illite/smectite) decreases with temperature and depth, respectively [72–77].
This implies that measurements of the CEC within diagenetic petroleum systems will result in similar
CEC versus depth/temperature pattern, as was demonstrated in this study.

Although there is a general trend of decreasing CEC with depth observed in all four studied wells,
it should be kept in mind that any prograde or retrograde secondary minerals assemblage may distort the
CEC profile and, at the same time, the electrical resistivity. Figure 7 shows a prograde mineral evolution
from the Hvalfjördur area in southwest Iceland. Clay mineral coatings within vesicles of basaltic lavas
show a progressive change in mineralogy with time. The increase of chlorite content in the interstratified
chlorite/smectite minerals is related to the burial of the lava sequence and subsequently overprinted by
a hydrothermal event and formation of high temperature zeolites [7]. Results of CEC measurements for
such a bulk rock sample within a geothermal study would, therefore, follow a trend and underestimate
the maximum temperature state. In their study, Schiffman and Fridleifsson [5] concluded that the
persistence of interstratified chlorite/smectite minerals with high smectite component and even discrete
smectite in higher temperature regime can be associated to the prograde phenomenon related to
the metastability.Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 20 
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a vesicle of a basaltic lava flow in the Hvalfjördur area, SW Iceland. (b) Chlorite content of the
interstratified chlorite/smectite minerals coating the vesicle wall. Numbers correspond to the stars in
(a). Data based on Weisenberger and Selbekk [7].
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Although the relation of CEC, electrical resistivity and alteration mineralogy shown in this
study applies to the basaltic systems in the Reykjanes geothermal field, Hengill geothermal field
as well as to the bimodal Krafla geothermal field, further studies are necessary to elaborate the
influence of compositional change of the host rock within the lithostratigraphy on the CEC and the
electrical resistivity.

5.2. CEC vs. Electrical Resistivity

Direct sample/depth correlation of the measured CEC values and the electrical resistivity follows
a general trend. Depth intervals with high electrical resistivity coincide with low CEC values, and low
electrical resistivity values correspond to high CEC values, respectively. Although there is a relationship
between CEC and electrical resistivity, the direct one-to-one correlation is weak when comparing
adjacent samples within the oscillating resistivity logs. This is most likely a result of the cutting cross
contamination while traveling within the wellbore and possible mixing due to cavings. For example,
within KJ-18, the depth interval between 100 and 250 m, at which a thick individual lithological unit
appears, shows a good one-to-one correspondence between the measured CEC and electrical resistivity.
However, below a depth of about 250 m, only a very weak correlation can be observed (e.g., at the
depth interval between 350 and 450 m, and 550 and 620 m). This weak correlation is most likely caused
by mixing of the cuttings caused by thin alternating lithological units (<10 m) and a caving structure at
about 200 m depth.

In addition, there is an uncertainty regarding the depth of the cutting samples, due to the lag time,
which is the time cuttings need to travel from the drill bit to the surface. It should be pointed out that
within hydrothermal systems, superimposition of alteration minerals can occur often and cannot be
excluded for the studied cutting samples.

Considering those uncertainties, depth uncertainties may easily account for several meters.
In contrast to the resistivity log data, which have a resolution of 0.5 m. Therefore, any cutting sample
should be carefully selected. In particular, within stratigraphic sequence of thin lithological units and
the resulting resistivity patterns with small oscillations, the correlation between CEC and electrical
resistivity has to be taken with precaution due to variation of the alteration degree.

As described above, other factors than CEC can influence the electrical resistivity. We assume
that the temperature effect on the electrical logs are very limited due to the fact the logging takes
place during cooling of the wells in a very limited temperature range. Information of the porosity in
the well is usually acquired by neutron-neutron logs. Although there is often a similar oscillation
within the neutron-neutron and electrical resistivity logs [38,39,48], the distinct change from low to
high resistivity and associated trends are not shown in the neutron-neutron logs.

Differences exist when comparing geothermal systems that are associated with meteoric low-saline
fluids (Krafla: KJ-18, and Hellisheidi: HE-42 and HE-46) and seawater, high-saline dominated
geothermal systems (Reykjanes: RN-15). The results of this study indicate that the measured
conductivity in the wellbore is significantly higher for a given CEC within the saline Reykjanes
geothermal system in contrast to meteoric water-dominated geothermal systems (Figure 4). This is in
agreement with the statement by Flóvenz and Karlsdóttir [78] and Flóvenz et al. [15], who concluded
that samples from similar alteration zone can have significantly different interface conductivity.
Thereby, the interface conductivity is a decisive parameter for the bulk resistivity for the sample at
reservoir salinities [15].

5.3. Resistivity Structure of High-Temperature Fields and Relation to the CEC

High-temperature geothermal fields in volcanic areas of the world have, in general, a similar
electrical resistivity structure [1,4]. A pilot study by Árnason et al. [1,2] showed that, within the
Nesjavellir geothermal system in SW Iceland, there is a low-resistivity cap over-coating an up-doming
resistivity core. Comparing the depth interval of the low-resistivity cap and the alteration zoning
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derived from cuttings analysis during drilling showed that the low resistivity cap coincides with the
smectite alteration zone, whereas the high-resistivity core coincides with the chlorite alteration zone.

Studies of the CEC from all four selected wells show that the low resistivity at shallow depth is
associated with a CEC above a critical value of about 5 meq/100 g (Figure 3). In particular, in well
HE-46, the prompt increase in electrical resistivity at the facies boundary between mixed-layer clays
and chlorite-epidote alteration zone coincides with the critical threshold of 5 meq/100 g.

Figure 8 shows a south-north lying resistivity cross-section through the Krafla high-temperature
geothermal system in north Iceland, based on 1-D modeling of TEM data [79]. The location of well
KJ-18 is shown on the profile (Figure 8b). The measured electrical resistivity log and results of the CEC
are illustrated in Figure 8. The comparison of different methods shows a very good correlation of the
modeled surface resistivity, electrical resistivity log, the mapped mineral alteration and measured CEC.
The measured high CEC within the shallow part are at similar depth interval as the low-resistivity core
(red and orange colors). Values for the CEC in high resistivity core are general below about 5 meq/100 g.
The high resistivity at the top also coincides with low CEC values at similar depth. Flóvenz et al. [4]
related this resistivity contrast at the top of the smectite zone to the onset of interface conduction in the
rock. The high resistivity zone is thereby marked by the lack of conductive clay minerals.Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 20 
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Figure 8. (a) South-north lying resistivity cross-section through the Krafla high-temperature geothermal
system, north Iceland. The location of the studied well KJ-18 is given. The resistivity structure is
based on 1-D inversion of TEM sounding data adapted from Árnason and Magnússon [79]. The more
detailed log profile of well KJ-18 is given to the right (b) including the resistivity log trend-line of the
CEC results.

The clear correlation between resistivity and CEC in particular the formation of clay minerals
within a specific depth interval that corresponds to a specific temperature interval confirms the model
by Árnason et al. [1,2] that was predicted for the Nesjavellir geothermal system. It can be postulated that
a similar model, which correlates the electrical resistivity with CEC, is applicable to other geothermal
fields in basaltic environments worldwide.
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5.4. Relationship between Sample Conductivity, Fluid Conductivity and CEC

Cation-exchange capacity measurements for the seven core samples that have been used previously
for conductivity measurement by Flóvenz et al. [15] and petrophysical measurements by Kulenkampff et
al. [16] do not show simple relationship between the CEC values and the measured sample conductivity.
This suggests that there is no simple relationship between the measured CEC values and the surface or
interface conduction. However, a clear relationship between the CEC and the onset of the pore fluid
conductivity on the sample conductivity is observed as the iso-electrical point is gradually moved
towards higher values of the pore fluid conductivity with increasing CEC (Figure 5). Strictly speaking,
the measured sample conductivity is more sensitive to the surface conductivity for rocks with low CEC
values. For rocks with high CEC values only fluid with very high salinity and pore fluid conductivity
will increase the actual sample conductivity.

6. Summary

The study of the cation-exchange capacity of drill cuttings provides a unique opportunity to
elaborate the clay mineral alteration within a hydrothermal system and validate resistivity models.
It further is a method to estimate the thickness of the clay cap within hydrothermal systems and
thereby, assisting in constraining the modeling of surface resistivity data.

In this study, we could show for four wells in three high-temperature geothermal systems in Iceland
that the CEC values show a similar pattern with increasing depth and mimic the previous elaborated
alteration facies. In detail, the highest CEC values are associated with the smectite-zeolite alteration
zone. The CEC values decrease exponentially with increasing depth down to the facies boundary
between the mixed-layer clay (interstratified chlorite/smectite minerals) and the chlorite-epidote or
chlorite alteration zones. At this depth, the CEC values are, in general, less than 5 meq/100 g and reach
a steady state. Below the facies boundary, the CEC values decrease slightly linearly with increasing
depth. The depth interval having CEC values >5 meq/100 g coincides with the low resistivity in the
resistivity logs and confirms the hypothesis by Flóvenz et al. [4]. The increase in resistivity from the
smectite alteration zone to the chlorite zone is likely due to the higher CEC of smectite, as compared
with chlorite. Although the absolute measured CEC value for a single cutting sample cannot be used
to quantify the alteration conditions within a hydrothermal system, this study shows that, with a set of
about 15 to 20 samples, unambiguous information can be deducted to quantify the location of mineral
alteration zones.

Comparing the electrical resistivity logs and the results of the CEC analysis reveals that samples
that are characterized with high CEC values coincide with low resistivity at the same measured depth.
Samples with low CEC values are characterized by high electrical resistivity at similar sample depths.
However, no one-to-one correspondence is possible for all samples, which is most likely due to the
uncertainty in cutting origin and possible cross contamination.

Comparing the 1-D subsurface resistivity model of the Krafla geothermal system,
electrical resistivity logs and CEC measurements in well KJ-18, a very good correlation is found that
confirms the model by Árnason et al. [1,2]. The low-resistivity cap coincides with the smectite-zeolite
alteration zone and CEC measurements yield CEC >5 meq/100 g. The transition of the high-resistivity
core is located at the alteration facies boundary between the mixed-layer clay and the chlorite-epidote
alteration zone, and the mineral assemblages within the high-resistivity core are characterized by very
limited cation-exchange properties.

The CEC study of seven core samples from various alteration zones previously studied by
Flóvenz et al. [15] and Kulenkampff et al. [16] show a correlation between CEC of the samples and the
iso-electrical point of the sample. This indicates that the CEC of the rock controls the range of pore
fluid salinity values where surface (interface) conduction dominates the pore fluid conduction.

We could show within this study that the measurement of the CEC within hydrothermal systems
can provide reliable information about the smectitic clay dominated alteration facies. In conventional
geothermal drilling methods, X-ray diffraction analysis are required to identify this alteration zone.
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Alternatively, the method described in this study can be an easy tool to quantify the alteration facies.
In particular, where no X-ray diffraction lab is accessible, the method described above can be conducted
in conventional chemical labs.

Even though this study has shown and proven that the alteration mineralogy and,
therefore, the cation-exchange capacity of the rock control the electrical resistivity within hydrothermal
systems, a clear quantification of the relationship has not yet been established. On one hand, this is
related to the fact that there is a large bias in the depth origin of the cutting samples. The high
uncertainty in cutting origin calls for studies on core material. The study of core samples has the
advantage that mixing of sample material can be excluded and the sample depth is more precise and
can, therefore, be better constrained to the electrical resistivity log. Core also preserve cross cutting
relation and any prograde and retrograde alteration sequence can be included into the quantification.
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